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With the 19th century came the rise of powerful political parties, who largely ran newspapers as an extension of their politics. This lasted until the 1930s, when a shift to private ownership and factual news reporting took precedence over opinion-driven columns.
The nineteenth and twentieth centuries brought spectacular technological growth for the news media. The advent of the telegraph allowed battlefield correspondents to send stories to their editors during the Civil War.
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With industrialization came investigative journalism.
Reporters uncovered stories of appalling conditions in sweatshops and the corruption of public officials. This activist journalism, dubbed "muckraking" by President Theodore Roosevelt, led to extensive reforms, including Roosevelt's trust-busting and an amendment to the Constitution allowing direct election of the Senate. As publishers aimed to satisfy the needs of a more egalitarian, democratic and middle class society, readership of newspapers and magazines increased dramatically. When advertising became an integral part of newspapers (and other media in the future), a true mass market was born.
After World War I, magazines such as Time became a popular source of news and entertainment. Radio increased in popularity, allowing Americans to sit in their living rooms and listen to the President of the United States for the first time. Radio stations hired reporters, such as Edward R. Murrow, to broadcast live to the U.S. while the Germans bombed London.
Murrow's transition to television brought about the development of the nightly newscasts we see today.'
Throughout time, the press, the public, and politics have been inextricably linked. The
Founding Fathers, in carefully constructing a "noble experiment" in self-government, recognized that democracy could not truly exist without a free press. Thomas Jefferson said, "If it were left to me to decide whether we should have a government without a free press or a free press without a government, I would prefer the latter."
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The British Parliamentarian Edmund Burke recognized the power of the press in the early nineteenth century when he recognized the three estates in Parliament: the Commons, the Lords, and the Sovereign, then pointed to the press gallery and said, "There sits a fourth estate more important than them all." 8 Even Napoleon
Bonaparte recognized the power of the press: "A journalist is a grumbler, a censurer, a giver of advice, a regent of sovereigns, a tutor of nations. Four hostile newspapers are more to be feared than a thousand bayonets."
9 Today, the label "fourth estate" still applies; many see the press as an unofficial branch of government, alongside the Executive, Legislative and Judicial.
At various times, the news media have taken it upon themselves to examine their role in society. In 1947, the Hutchins Commission on Freedom of the Press found that freedom of the press was in danger due to three factors: 1) control of the press had fallen into fewer hands, 2) those hands failed to meet the needs of the people, and 3) press practices were, at times, out of control and irresponsible. The Commission urged the industry to accept its responsibility in serving the public interest in a lamentation eerily familiar to today's observer: "The press emphasizes the exceptional rather than the representative; the sensational rather than the significant. The press is preoccupied with these incidents to such an extent that the citizen is not supplied the information and discussion he needs to discharge his responsibilities to the community." 10 The report further stated, " [O] nly a responsible press can remain free . . .. If Burke's discussion of "the fourth estate" was based on his observations of the French revolution and Louis XVI's designation of nobles, clergy and commoners as the first three estates. 9 Ibid. 10 Abstract of the Report of the Commission on Freedom of the Press, April 1947 , Nieman Reports, Winter 1999 -Spring 2000 these giant agencies of communication are irresponsible, not even the First Amendment will protect their freedom from government control. The Amendment will be amended."" The Commission outlined five recommendations that have become the driving forces behind today's news media:
• A truthful, intelligent account of the day's events with analysis to its context;
• A forum to exchange comments and criticisms;
• A way to protect group opinions and attitudes to one another;
A way to present and clarify goods and values of society;
A way to reach all members of society.
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Today's media face the same challenges faced in 1947, particularly in the area of too much power in the hands of too few. For example, the family-owned newspapers of the early twentieth century have become parts of publicly owned media behemoths intent upon maximizing profits for shareholders. In early 2000, the Tribune Company (publisher of the Chicago Tribune) took over the Times Mirror Company, publisher of the Los Angeles Times, Newsday and other respected newspapers. This mega-merger cost the Tribune Company $8 billion and made it one of the most powerful media companies in the U.S., with 23 broadcast television stations, a cable television station, a radio station, a magazine, online publications, and even a baseball team. 13 Another corporate giant, Gannett, controls 134 papers worldwide and 20 broadcast television stations. Knight Ridder publishes 35 daily newspapers and 18 suburban newspapers. Among them, these three chains publish a quarter of all daily newspapers circulated in the U.S.
14 " Ibid., p. 7. 12 Ibid., p. 9. 13 Gene Robert and Robert Kunkel, "Leaving Readers Behind," American Journalism Review, May 2001. 14 Ibid.
The same intense consolidation is taking place in the radio and broadcast industries.
Before Congress passed a law in 1996 repealing the restriction on how many radio stations owners had in a single market, the most stations owned by a single company was 65. This "tabloidization" of the news isn't limited to the print media. As more Americans turn to television, networks have created a proliferation of "news magazines," such as "20/20" and "Dateline." David Shaw, press critic for the Los Angeles Times, observed:
Twenty years ago, there were essentially seven gatekeepers in the American news business -executive editors of the New York Times and Washington Post, executive producers or anchors of the CBS, NBC, and ABC evening news shows, and editors of Time and Newsweek. Occasionally, someone else -"60 Minutes," Wall Street Journal, Los Angeles Times or the New Yorker -would break a big story that would force everyone to take notice. If a story didn't make it past one of these, it didn't fly and often the New York Times editor was the key one. Now all of that has changed. Well, almost all. Now the New York Times and the other six no longer decide. There are dozens of gatekeepers or none at all. Today, there is a weekly network magazine show on every night -"60 Minutes, "Day One, "Turning Point, "Dateline," etc., plus syndicated magazine shows like "Inside Edition," "Hard Copy," "A Current Affair." "American Journal" are each on every night. That's a vast maw craving information, "infotainment," around the clock. Add to this CNN with its big appetite and once a CNN story comes on at any time, everyone scrambles for it. Once a story like the Clinton/Gennifer Flowers story gets on, it takes on a life of its own and the media succumb to it. The big seven cannot resist the pressure not to use it.
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Broadcast news organizations, in the pursuit of ratings and revenue, have fallen prey to the temptation for scandal. For example, in covering both the criminal and civil trials of O.J.
Simpson, ABC, CBS and NBC devoted more than 46 hours of their weeknight newscasts to the story. 23 On the cable news networks, the pressure to fill 24 hours and the drive for ratings has led to stories with dubious sources or facts that have not been thoroughly checked, undermining the public's trust in the press. The CNN "Tailwind" debacle serves as a cautionary tale for what can go wrong. On
June 7, 1998, CNN aired an investigative report titled, "Valley of Death," claiming that US forces in Vietnam dropped sarin gas on an enemy base camp, killing 100 people, including American defectors. As soon as the report aired, the Pentagon vehemently denied using the nerve gas in Vietnam. CNN hired respected first amendment lawyer Floyd Abrams to conduct an independent investigation. Abrams found that CNN aired "accusations of the gravest sort without sufficient justification and in the face of substantial persuasive information to the contrary. CNN should retract the broadcast and apologize to the public and, in particular, the 22 Ibid., Ibid., p. 86. participants in Operation Tailwind." 24 As a result, CNN retracted the story, issued an apology, and fired the show's two producers, April Oliver and Jack Smith.
The story served to confirm the public's already waning faith in the news media. When
Newsweek conducted a poll, 61 percent of respondents said they knew of the Tailwind story.
Fifty-three percent said they believed news reporting was "often inaccurate," and 76 percent said the news media was too driven by entertainment than by traditional reporting. • Reduction in the number of standing committees
Standing committees to maintain records of hearings
• Opening of committee hearings to the public (except executive mark-up sessions)
• Creation of a Joint Budget Committee to prepare the legislative budget
• Limited categories for introduction of private bills, reducing the workload
• Increase staff of standing committees A congressional pay raise of 25 percent
• Required lobbyists to register and report expenditures
Provisions not included in the final legislation included language abolishing the seniority system for selection of committee chairmen, curtailing the power of the House Rules Committee and more easily limiting debate in the Senate.2
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Although coverage was far from extensive, the press responded favorably to the legislation; an editorial in the New York~Times went so far as to commend the pay raise, which would attract "the kind of men and women we want to attract to that office. ... Congress members should now be able to do their jobs more creditably, and, having less anxiety over their personal pocketbooks, can confine their attention more fully to the essential business of making the nation's laws." 30 The Washington Post went on to say:
Congratulations are the due of Congress for streamlining its creaking and groaning machinery. It is ... a miracle that such a seven-league step has been taken in the reorganization of Congress. All through the war Congress refused to follow the lead of the country and undergo reconversion in the interest of efficient 28 Ibid., p. 27. 29 The political activism of the 89th Congress was highly praised by the press. With a landslide victory and a substantial Democratic majority in both the House and the Senate, The press didn't have as many kind words for the self-reform of the Congress in 1968.
After numerous instances of unethical conduct by its members, Congress adopted a series of ethics guidelines to prevent future violations. These included limits on honoraria, prohibition on personal use of campaign funds, disclosure of gifts of more than $50, and financial disclosure rules requiring members to file reports with either the U.S. Comptroller General (Senate) or the
Committee on Standards of Official Conduct (House).
The press decried the reform as superficial and lamented the lack of full and public financial disclosure for members of Committee roll call votes were made public; anonymous voting in the House was abolished, as were unrecorded votes; and committee rules were put in writing to preclude committee chairmen from having too much power. The Senate adopted numerous reforms to the committee system.
Members of the minority party were permitted to call witnesses in hearings or call meetings in the event the chairman refused to do so. Members were limited to chairing one committee and , p. 26. 36 Ibid., pp. 27-28. 37 Ibid., p. 33.
could only serve on two major committees, but not two of the most powerful -Armed Services, Appropriations, Finance or Foreign Relations.
The press welcomed the reform but, true to form, felt it wasn't far-reaching enough, especially the failure to address the issue of seniority in committee assignments. An editorial in the Washington Post colored the reform as inadequate:
Unfortunately, the House knocked out a provision requiring all committee meetings to be open to the public unless closed by majority vote.... Congress should not be allowed to forget that the major sources of its inefficiency and loss of public confidence remain untouched. Nothing in the bill would alter the elevation of misfits into key positions through the seniority system. Nor did the House take advantage of the occasion to give its leadership power to make and carry out an agenda. . . . So the great tasks of congressional reform still lie ahead.
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The media adopted the watchdog role during the Watergate scandal, when the term "adversarial journalism" took on new meaning. Members of the press were united in their support for Congress' role uncovering the facts surrounding White House misdeeds. Others saw congressional involvement differently. Not surprisingly, the office of the President complained, and the Special Prosecutor, Archibald Cox, worried that the hearings might prejudice the legal process. The Washington Post, however, defended the Senate hearings as a way to "help the nation get through the crisis."
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Over the next two years, the Nixon White House attempted to sway public opinion by criticizing Congress for "wallowing" in the Watergate issue. The press responded with encouragement for Congress to continue in its search for the truth:
[The] Senate Watergate Committee had acted in the public interest by resisting political pressure to call off its hearings, or to close them to coverage by press and television.... Far from exposing the United States to criticism and ridicule, full public scrutiny of grievous violations of the public trust is reassuring 38 Ibid., p. 36. 39 bid., p. 39. to those, here and abroad, who cling to belief in the continued validity of government by the people
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The press further praised Congress when the House began a formal impeachment inquiry in October 1973. They also applauded when the House voted 410-4 to support an impeachment inquiry.
Although press coverage of congressional Watergate activities was favorable, public opinion departed from that of the nation's editorial pages. Public opinion of the Congress was at an all-time low, even lower than President Nixon's. 41 A possible explanation is the public's disgust with the whole political process, lumping the Executive branch with the Legislative branch. Furthermore, the public has a notoriously short attention span, and the Watergate affair dragged on for almost two years.
Other activities during the Era of Discovery included passage of the War Powers Act; some campaign finance reform; and legislation on energy, education and pension-fund standards.
Time praised Congress' performance: "Even allowing for the members' preoccupation with Nixon and Watergate for much of its tenure, the 93rd Congress amassed a respectable record and left behind durable achievements."
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The sixties may have been a period of relative peace between the press and the Congress, but for the press and the public it was a time of tremendous upheaval and vast social change.
Race riots, sexual equality (and with it the sexual revolution), expanded civil rights, the Kennedy proposed to scale back the raise by 30 percent, the press labeled it a "disingenuous scheme" and called Wright the "wagon boss of the gravy train." 50 While some acknowledged the need for the raise in order to make service in Congress more attractive, most were dismayed by the lack of an open vote on the issue, calling the process "Machiavellian." Public opinion mirrored that of the press, with polls showing 82 percent opposed to the pay hike. Members of Congress were stunned at the "venomous response" of the press and the public.
The 1990s ushered in a new era of cynicism and contempt for Congress. After a brief recession in 1990-1991, the economy surged and living standards increased for almost every
American. Yet, Congress seemed to do no right. As Mark Rozell states, "By the early 1990s, In September of that year, a study showed that television news stories with a negative slant outpaced positive ones by a two-to-one ratio. Scorecard," tracking action on each item as it wound its way through the legislative process.
While successful in passing some provisions, such as streamlined committee operations and fewer committee staff, the GOP was taken to task by the media for not passing the more serious reforms of a balanced-budget amendment and term limits as they had promised to do during the campaign. A study in 1995 by the Center for Media and Public Affairs found that coverage of the GOP Congress between January and March was nearly double that of the same period the previous year. Negative coverage outpaced positive coverage, 70 to 30 percent for both parties.
The GOP received five times as much coverage as the Democrats; the House received four times as much as the Senate. Interestingly, Democrats were more likely to be judged on their political conduct and not policy issues, whereas the Republicans were judged on substantive performance or proposals. After a brief "honeymoon" period of positive coverage (73 percent during the first 10 days of January), Speaker Gingrich's positive coverage plummeted to 33 percent. GOP positive coverage moved in tandem, from 53 percent to 31 percent. Because the network news programs have a finite amount of time to cover news stories, they look for sound bites during congressional press conferences, floor activity and hearings.
Therefore, news coverage of the political process has become increasingly "sound bite-driven." Washington talk shows such as the "Capital Gang," "Crossfire" and "Hardball" thrive on conflict between so-called "experts" representing different ends of the political spectrum. These experts often debate current political issues in a combative, argumentative fashion. The public is left to wonder if this is an accurate representation of how politics works in the nation's capital.
One example of this occurred during a broadcast of CNN's "Crossfire" on December 26, 2002.
During an interview with outgoing House Majority Leader, Dick Armey (R-TX), host Tucker
Carlson couldn't resist:
[S]peaking of accusers, I know you're leaving on a happy note after 18 years. But I did see a statement a couple of months ago, in September, from Congressman Martin Frost and Congresswoman Nita Lowey of New York about you that struck me as uncommonly bitter and cruel. Here it is. `Seldom has the Congress become a better institution due to the departure of a member of the House leadership. However, it has become clear that the House would become a more civil and decent institution the day Dick Armey retires.' That's awfully mean.
Tell us the story behind that.
But Armey didn't take the bait: "It was an uncharacteristic moment for Martin. He's really not that kind of a vicious person. He was having a bad day. I think he was sort of prodded by a reporter trying to get a story. But Martin's a gentle soul and he's a kind person, and I'm sure he doesn't mean anything quite that mean." Of course the relationship between the Congress and the press is a two-way street. The media often gives the minority party the opportunity to take its cause to a forum outside of Congress when the majority party prevents its legislation from being considered in committee or on the floor. Members also use the media to publicize their accomplishments to their The effort to use the media to inform the public has not always been successful, and at times has been directly rebuffed by the industry and its lobby, the National Association of Ordered all photographs and prominent mentions of Democratic presidential candidate Al Gore removed from the front page of the paper. As a result, the paper's pre-election Sunday edition had a front page featuring George W. Bush in every campaign-related headline and photograph. A story about a Gore rally held in Pittsburgh, originally slated to run alongside a Bush piece on the front page, was moved to the inside of the paper.
The managing editor of the paper attempted to dissuade the publisher, but was unsuccessful. It is the media that gorges itself on conflict, confusion and controversy, then regurgitates that blathering bile each and every day into Americans' homes. It lands with a plop on the doorstep in the morning or, more likely, casts gloomy, silvery shadows from the television set at night. The response from Joe Citizen is generally one of pure disgust with politics, government, the process of legislating -and the media.
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The public often confuses the press with the politicians and isn't sure whom to blame for the proliferation of cynicism and negativity that pervades our culture. Reporters overwhelmingly fault the Congress, while most legislators feel both institutions are equally guilty. The finger pointing will no doubt continue:
Who is more to blame for the public's loss of respect for Congress? ," Political Communication, 18: 163-182, 2001 political insiders than those of viewers when considering what to cover during an election. Another Pew study found partisan differences in the way the broadcast news media is perceived. With the exception of their faith in Fox News Channel, Republicans were more skeptical of the media's credibility than were Democrats.
Responses
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In the realm of print media, the Pew study found that the Wall Street Journal received the highest credibility rating, with 33 percent, far ahead of local papers (21 percent) and USA Today 
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A 1993 Los Angeles Times poll found that the primary reason the public had less confidence in the media was its sensationalistic coverage. Interestingly, "the severity of a politician's `crime' proves to be the determining factor in shaping public assessments of the media's credibility." In other words, when a politician is found to have committed an act that is "palpable, certain, and ... against the community," the public sees the media as believable. On the other hand, if the public perceives the act as "politics as usual," or is based on personal conduct (or unproven), the media loses credibility. Ibid. 91 Bennett, et al, p. 66 . 92 Downie and Kaiser, p. 28. 93 Interestingly, the public has considerably higher opinions of executive branch agencies and their respective state legislatures. The percentage of respondents answering they had a "great deal" or a "fair amount" of confidence in executive agencies, the Congress and their state legislature was 55 percent, 35 percent and 50 percent, respectively. Conversely, a percentage of those answering "Not very much" or "none at all" was 37 percent, 63 percent and 46 percent, respectively.
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Similarly, Americans appear to have higher confidence in federal employees than they do elected officials.
The writers from "Monty Python's Flying Circus" recognize the public's disaffection with elected officials in a humorous disclaimer:
We would like to apologize for the way in which politicians are represented in this program. It was never our intention to imply that politicians are weak-kneed political time-servers who are concerned more with their personal vendettas and private power struggles than with the problems of government. Nor to suggest at any point that they sacrifice their credibility by denying free debate on vital matters, in the mistaken impression that party unity comes before the well-being of the people they supposedly represent. Nor to imply at any stage that they are squabbling little toadies without an ounce of concern for the vital social problems of today. Nor indeed do we intend that the viewers should consider them as crabby, ulcerous little self-seeking vermin with furry legs and an excessive addiction to alcohol and certain explicit sexual practices that some people might find offensive. We are sorry if this impression has come across. In a more serious work, Thomas E. Patterson posits several reasons for increased voter apathy and the consequent decline in voter turnout: demographic changes in our society, both generational and racial; the weakening of political parties as a means of defining one's political beliefs; the public disdain for negative politics; media coverage of the political process that is more interpretive than descriptive and coverage that tends to be "skeptical, negative, and strategic"; a long campaign cycle that quickly loses the public's attention; and policies that discourage people from voting by closing registration two or more weeks before Election Day (in the 2000 election, states allowing Election-Day registration had 15 percent higher voter participation).
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CONCLUSION
The relationships among the public, the media and the Congress are more complex than ever, and they are fraught with contradictions. The public sees Congress as a collection of combative louts, yet reelect incumbents at an astounding rate. They see the press focusing too much on controversy and scandal, yet flock to their televisions to watch stories covering scandals on Capitol Hill. Members of Congress share a symbiotic, sometimes incestuous and often codependent relationship with the news media. They express great contempt for the press, yet use the media at the first opportunity to publicize their agenda and communicate with their constituents. They complain of the combative nature of press coverage and then become cohosts of rambunctious political talk shows upon retirement. These contradictions make it nearly impossible to determine where the heart of the problem lies. Each player blames the others for the high level of cynicism that exists today. But within these contradictions lies a necessary codependency. As is often the case, one can't survive without the other. Without the free speech of the press, the freed speech of our society, or the frustrations arising from our bicameral legislature, our system of government would be in peril. Some would say the combative nature of the relationships is the American way.
This paper contends that the media is the prism through which the public forms its opinion of Congress. Recent decades have seen enormous change within the media, from a change in the business model to significant advances in technology. Furthermore, the slow, deliberative culture of lawmaking is diametrically opposed to the sound bite culture of the news media. This clash of cultures often causes coverage of the political process to go from substantive to sensational. Although the public appears to be engrossed by scandalous and celebrity-driven news, they become increasingly alienated from the legislative process, a process that depends on an informed electorate to remain true to the ideals of the Founding Fathers.
